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Fig 1: Mirafiori Sud neighbourhood. 
WHICH ARE YOUR ARCHITECTURAL (R)SOLUTIONS TO THE SOCIAL, ENVIRONMENTAL AND ECONOMIC 
CHALLENGES OF TODAY? 
Research summary 
Incubators of Public Places Project aims to provide the means to grow and care for places. What 
makes a place is the integration of spatial forms, buildings and open spaces, that foster the 
interactions of people, as they inhabit those spaces. Inhabitants are asking for a better quality of life; 
this need is often expressed by even minute requests. The governance of these requests and their 
organization into a coherent city vision is one of the challenges of “grassroots planning”. IPP 
experiments linking agreed visions for the positive change of an urban area with the combination of 
individual self-interest driven actions on the same area. 
Given the budget constraints of most Municipalities and the conjunctural shortening of private 
partnerships, Incubators fosters self-organisation in the financial support to the transformations. 
Through the active co-creation, the Project encourages the stakeholders’ ability to orient dynamically 
towards shared objectives. Further self-organisation is in the financial support to the transformations, 
through incremental lending and co-investing. Incubators is defining new ways of producing credit to 
support regeneration on a variety of levels, and differentiating the financial assistance. Particular 
attention is devoted to activities with social value, those able to speed up the social impact on a 
neighbourhood. 
 
Keywords: Urban Vision, Crowdcreativity, Microfinance.
 1. Introduction  
 
Driving through Europe, from Kent to Veneto, 
we would observe the recurrence of peri-urban 
forms of settlement, made up of family houses, 
commercial facilities, business and industrial 
areas. The mix of forms may locally be slightly 
different, but the outcome looks similar. 
In all these cases, urbanisation, infrastructures, 
facilities, public spaces, buildings have been 
planned and in most cases designed, according 
to the national and/or local administrative and 
normative systems. But a plurality of different 
actors has legitimately interpreted the plans 
and codes in the view of their individual 
interests and personal cultures. An individual 
who builds his own house or a corporation that 
settles a shopping mall both play an important 
role in place-making: the sum of the parts 
produces a comprehensive result, which differs 
from both individuals’ meanings and 
government’s plans. 
The Incubators of Public Places Project 
objective is the support to self-organisation of 
places, enhancing the factors that motivate, 
encourage and enable the actors to reach 
common understanding and to coordinate 
actions by reasoned argument, consensus, and 
cooperation rather than strategic actions only. 
The identification of the nature of the 
incentives and motivations by the actors, for 
example coming from the real-life, from clear 
foresight of the places and of the benefits that 
can be achieved collectively only, e.g. well-
functioning and attractive public spaces and 
more generally the sharing of purposes in 
sustainable living and mobility can act as aims 
to develop and consolidate the plans and 
actions to achieve them, and contribute to a 
sense of ownership for places and 
neighbourhoods by their population. 
 
2. Research objectives  
 
Incubators of Public Places is a method that 
intends to link an agreed “vision” for the 
positive change of an urban area – intended as 
the purpose of the design processes (Carmona, 
2014) – with the combination of individual self-
interest driven actions on that area: it provides 
the means to grow and care for places. What 
makes a place is the integration of spatial 
forms, built and open, that favours the 
interactions of people as they inhabit those 
spaces. Within this mainframe, Incubators 
project advances active placemaking, engaging 
citizens and stakeholders as co-creators and 
co-producers, contributing with their 
considerable knowledge and valuable 
expertise: we define this as Crowdsourced 
Placemaking (Erickson, 2010). 
The Incubators face-to-face public workshops 
and virtual workshops on the web go through 
four main steps. 
 
2.1 Crowdcreativity 
In the crowdcreativity phase planners and local 
administrations, small economic activities 
owners, companies, managers, local 
communities, developers, organisations, and 
citizens can start or contribute to an idea or 
proposal for a place. The virtual elements are 
intuitive and easy enough to have everyone 
shaping a proposal for a property or a public 
space. The outputs, the 3D models, are 
inserted into the Scenario, the geo-web 
representations of the area: these are effective 
and engaging visualisations of the proposals 
and ideas, especially insightful for citizens. 
 
2.2 Co-Visioning and Social Storytelling 
Visualising an idea for a place, Incubators 
focuses the attention of the stakeholders on 
the outcomes. This fosters placemaking 
 effectiveness, since public consultations often 
get stuck into ideological or positional conflicts 
(NIMBY-attitude), while Incubators advances 
open development and consideration of “what 
and how” and “what and if”: an endeavour to 
co-create shared scenarios and solutions (co-
visioning). 
 
 
Fig 2: Incubators schematic workflow diagram. 
 
2.3 Self-Awareness of Sustainable Living and 
Mobility 
To enable individuals to develop a self-
awareness of the extent of the actions with 
positive and negative environmental impacts, 
the system provides a continuous feedback to 
the users’ living environment and daily life 
both totalising, i.e. aggregating social practices 
into environmental impact for the overall area, 
and individualising, i.e. producing personal 
information on individual practices. For every 
virtual proposal, indicators are graphically 
shown of the (a) liveability, (b) walkability, and 
transportation efficiency, particularly the 
balance of (c) vehicle kilometres travelled and 
of (d) carbon emissions, and (e) the costs 
associated with the different means of 
mobility, with the resulting improvements in 
alternative modes of transportation, personal 
health, and compact development. In this, 
social Storytelling achieves the experiential 
aspects over the quantitative understanding, 
reducing complexity, touching upon everyday 
life, to aggregate and share goals and 
experiences. Some of these aspects are 
considered in the companion paper Incubators 
of Public Spaces (2): Tools for Self-Organisation 
in Urban Regeneration. 
 
2.4 Crowdfunding 
After a proposal is published online, any user 
can support it either: (a) funding it, with the 
crowdfunding mechanism; or (b) adopting it. 
Adopting means taking charge of someone’s 
idea/virtual model, as if it were one’s own: 
since the input features to every virtual model 
are accessible online, a user can co-creatively 
contribute her/his knowledge and expertise to 
a specific virtual model, progressing it. The 
Incubators platform implements a next step in 
co-creation: co-ownership, which gives to the 
virtual model creators means to confer 
crowdfunding inheritance from the ancestor 
model/s. 
Because mostly, a main bottleneck for realising 
an urban project is lack of the support of 
relevant know-how and of capital, the 
 inheritance mechanisms provide the users with 
an effective and intuitive way of co-creating 
and of co-funding. Thus, the second 
crowdfunding phase aims at supporting the 
realisation of a good project idea by providing 
knowhow, coaching, and financial support. 
Only projects that raise the required amount 
target are built: no one pays if nothing 
happens. 
 
The methodology is enacted by the interactive 
specific software, which supports the planning 
and designing of a city area as co-creation, 
emerging from the active contribution of all 
actors. The crowdfunding ecosystem 
1000x1000, developed by Innovation Service 
Network GmbH (Willfort, Gajda, Weber, 2014), 
assists organisations or individuals in posting a 
challenge and starting an open idea finding 
ideation phase within a community or a 
smaller group. The aim is unleashing the 
“wisdom of the crowds” (Surowiecki, 2004), 
collecting new ideas, improving existing ones, 
validating and selecting proposals, or getting 
feedback. 
For the Incubators, these two platforms will be 
enhanced and evolve to one integrated online 
system. The resulting system will support (a) 
open innovation contests (b) face-to-face 
public co-design workshops, using screening, 
smartphones, tablets, PCs, and (c) virtual public 
workshops on the web and (d) crowdfunding 
activities. 
 
 
3. Method 
 
The Incubators methodology and technology 
will be experimented in three case-projects, 
respectively in: (a) London, Nine Elms: a multi-
billion pound investment to transform a semi-
derelict, industrial zone into a residential and 
business district; (b) Brussels, the disused 
Ancienne Gare Josaphat site, which is a Zone of 
Regional Interest with a strategic development 
plan, outlining the agenda for the future 
development of this 25ha area; (c) Turin, the 
Mirafiori Sud neighbourhood. In the support 
and structuring of public spaces, various local 
actors will contribute to the definition of 
places; the project has a strong multi-scalar 
governance dimension. 
The first case-study used to test the method is 
the mentioned social housing neighbourhood 
Mirafiori Sud, built in Turin by Ges.Ca.L. 
(“Workers’ housing management”) in the mid 
Sixties. The complex is located just south of the 
Fiat Mirafiori factory, at that time one of the 
biggest automotive plants in Europe. With the 
boom of the automotive industry, between the 
Fifties and the Seventies, the population of 
Turin increased very rapidly, from about seven 
hundred thousand in 1951 to about one million 
and one hundred thousand in 1971, so, the 
primary need was to quickly provide the 
largest possible number of housing. 
 
 
Fig 3: Mirafiori Sud aerial view. 
 
The result of those conditions is a very banal 
urban environment, in order to simplify the 
design process, to reduce the costs, and save 
time. The buildings are made of panels of 
precast reinforced concrete, and host only 
three types of flats (total number of flats is 
about 2,400). The result is practical, but rather 
repetitive, although the main problems are the 
 social uniformity, the aging population, the 
poor energetic performance of the buildings, 
etc. 
On this area, some NGOs have already begun 
crowdmapping processes, in order to highlight 
problems, and find solutions to the citizens’ 
needs through bottom-up participation 
activities 
(http://areeweb.polito.it/mapmirafiorisud/). 
Starting from this base the method here 
defined is based on some steps or phases (see 
following points from 3.1 to 3.6) and on the 
application of a kind of “library of architectural 
solutions” (Nouvel, 2009) to a certain number 
of specific problems. 
The table crosses goals and actions to obtain 
specific architectural interventions, both on 
the volumes (buildings) and on the surfaces 
(public and private outdoors spaces). 
Interventions in the volumes can add or 
subtract volume, or leave it unchanged. For 
instance, crossing the goal “diversifying flats” 
(column III) with the action “façade extrusion” 
(line C), the result is the intervention #5, “add 
bow windows, conservatories etc.”, and so on. 
The table shows 26 different interventions. 
 
 
Fig 4: Goals and actions to obtain specific 
architectural interventions. 
 
3.1 Virtual model  
Realization of virtual model of the part of 
urban space considered; the level of definition 
of the model allows the identification, at 
different scales, of: a) the form of urban space; 
b) distinction public/private space; c) 
identification of housing units; d) internal 
distribution of flats; e) the technological 
characteristics of the buildings. Indicatively 
levels correspond to the following reduction 
scales: a, b) 1:1000; c) 1:500; d) 1:200; e) 1:50).  
This model represents the “zero scenario” from 
which to start. 
 
 
Fig 5: Mirafiori Sud virtual model. 
 
3.2 Model parts decomposition and 
characteristics  
The level of detail of the model ensures that 
the individual parts that make it up have their 
own characteristics and can therefore be 
treated as objects of different interventions, 
for instance: flat, roof, parking lot, facade, 
garden, road, and so on.  
 
 
Fig 6: Model parts. 
 
The decomposition into parts is necessary to 
facilitate the expression of the needs of the  
 Fig 7: Example of action evaluation. 
 
population: the idea is to obtain a 
reconstruction of a general framework by 
composing many individual requests. In fact, in 
many cases, the people’s expression of 
requests for intervention and/or 
transformation of the space, regards most 
frequently punctual and individual problems, 
rather than general aspects. 
 
3.3 Population demands 
Collection of the population demands, applied 
to individual parts as defined in the previous 
paragraph 3.1, through a process of 
participatory planning, e.g. using a method 
after the “Synoikos scenario Workshop” 
participatory process, developed at ETH Zurich 
by (Oswald and Baccini, 2003), progressed and 
experimented by the KU Leuven for the 
“Thought for Food” landscape enhancement 
project (Cox, 2014).  
 
3.4 Evaluation 
 
 
Analysis of the population demands, through 
various assessments (for instance: 
morphological, economic, social, energy 
efficiency, etc.), in order of highlight their 
feasibility, convenience, mutual compatibility. 
This screening takes place both on the 
individual actions and on a range of 
combinations of the actions themselves; the 
various combinations of actions generates 
different scenarios. 
 
3.5 Agreed scenario 
The Incubators pursue the definition of 
“agreed scenarios”, plural, that do not expect 
to converge towards a unique or unifying 
design. Instead, it foresees an array of 
scenarios, the sum of whose implementations, 
all together, drives the regeneration for the 
urban area. 
The funding of this wealth of intervention goes 
after innovative means of financing, i.e. the 
considered crowdfunding and microfinance. 
 4. Results and design potential 
 
Incubators’ final result will be in the ability for 
citizens and other stakeholders (including 
businesses, visitors, and other street users) to 
participate at appropriate levels in the urban 
planning process, through the linkage from 
specific user type to the control and use of 
particular elements in the built environment – 
i.e. influence on the design of different kinds of 
public space, semi-public areas, etc. It also 
allows for alternative options to be explored 
via simulations (that there is not necessarily 
time for professionals to fully explore, 
conventionally), and the advantages and 
disadvantages of different options put through 
a transparent process of crowdsourcing. 
Crowdfunding does not only provide the 
financial means (or at least a support), but it 
contributes to building active consensus on a 
project, and turns a group of people into a 
community, motivated towards a common 
aim. 
Some groups have been identified as main 
target for the Incubators project. 
First of all, citizens: Incubators aims at 
exploring new forms of self-organising urban 
governance. Currently citizens are hardly 
involved in managing and addressing the 
challenges of urban complexity, such as 
strengthening sustainability and ecosystem 
services or providing efficient mobility, logistics 
and energy solutions. Incubators will only be 
considered a success if the principal 
beneficiaries of the actions developed during 
the project are aware of these mechanisms 
and encouraged to participate and engage in 
the co-creation process driven by open 
innovation mechanisms and crowd-based 
platforms. 
Second, venture capitalists, private investors 
and developers: Incubators project will cover 
the financial dimension of the making and 
management of public places with 
crowdfunding. Thus, Incubators will facilitate 
small investments towards ideas and designs 
developed or involved within the project.  
Third, policy makers: public officials are the key 
decision makers responsible for the design and 
implementation of urban spaces. As such, it is 
essential to the Incubators project to involve 
this category.  
 
 
5. Future implementation 
 
Mirafiori Sud neighbourhood represents the 
first case-study where Incubators method is 
tested, but – even just in Turin – there are 
some other parts of the city with similar 
characteristics, mostly built in the same period, 
in the south and north outskirts of the town. As 
mentioned before (see paragraph 3), the goal 
is to experiment the method in other European 
urban contexts too. So, the Incubators’ 
approach may have many opportunities for 
useful applications. 
 
 
6. Conclusions 
 
Incubators address ways to harness the new 
technological possibilities and integrate them 
within multi-level planning systems to assist 
distributed decision-making in the self-
organisation of places. It advances these 
challenges by linking a unique urban co-
creative software, to e-participatory 
engagement applications and crowdfunding 
tools, involving co-creation in the making of 
public places by and for people. In this way, 
public spaces are transformed from empty 
spaces into a real context for social interaction, 
and would then become defined not only by 
the architecture that contains them, but also 
by the actions of the people that inhabit them.  
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